Stability of hepatitis C virus RNA during specimen handling and storage prior to NASBA amplification.
The influence of different anticoagulants and pre-amplification storage conditions on the stability of hepatitis C virus (HCV)-RNA, as detected by the quantitative HCV NASBA assay (NASBA-QT), was studied. The HCV-RNA load remained stable for at least 15 months when serum or plasma samples (EDTA and heparin) were directly frozen at -70 degrees C in lysis buffer. At 4 degrees C, the HCV-RNA load in serum or plasma stored with lysis buffer did not decline for at least 14 days. At 30 degrees C, however, the load declined significantly after 7 days. When clotted, whole blood was stored at 4 degrees C, the HCV-RNA load was stable for 72 h. However, when EDTA-anticoagulated whole blood was stored at 4 degrees C, the HCV-RNA load declined significantly after 48 h. In paired plasma and serum samples at baseline the HCV-RNA levels were similar. Heparin did not influence the efficiency of the HCV NASBA-QT assay. Clotted blood as well as EDTA or heparin anticoagulated blood can be used for quantifying HCV-RNA using the NASBA-QT assay. Blood samples should be stored at 4 degrees C after collection and serum or plasma separated within 24 h. Preferably, after separation, samples should be frozen in lysis buffer at -70 degrees C until NASBA-QT analysis.